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Abstract
The Two Way Mirror is a study in the borderlands of film studies and IR scholarship. IR scholarship 
in film is a relatively new area of study, though growing, but has not yet presented in detail how 
film language works in relation to IR. The purpose of this project is to provide relevant technical 
and dramaturgical insight into how film influences IR, and vice versa, in the hope of furthering an 
interesting and highly relevant new area of study. 
Summary
The Two Way Mirror summarizes the existing scholarship of the borderlands between IR and Film, 
and explains in detail how film and IR influence each other. 
”Story is a metaphor for Life”
- Robert McKee, Story
1.0 Introduction
Film, here defined very broadly as moving pictures with audio, is integrated in almost every part of 
society in the Western world. It is one of the favourite recreational past times of people all over the 
world, something we are exposed to everywhere we go, and deeply connected to the field of 
international relations (IR), as this project will demonstrate. The main challenge has been to narrow 
the field, for film and IR are both gigantuous fields of study, and the borderlands between them are 
new, but continue to grow. This project will account for the already existing fields of scholarship, 
provide knowledge of film relevant for IR studies, that isnot presently integrated in the IR & Film 
borderlands scholarship, and which are necessary to fully appreciate its influence. 
Film surrounds most everyone in the Western world and has completely infiltrated everyday 
life; from television with its multitude of varying formats, content, purpose, from commercials to 
news reports, talk shows, sports and tv-series. It is used on social sites, in crowdfunding campaigns, 
political campaigns, as enlightenment, pure entertainment and even a form of art. It is used 
commercially as e.g. feature films made for cinema and playback release afterwards, or educational 
as e.g. documentaries, tutorials and infomercials. It can be in all lengths, from very few seconds, to 
the world's longest film, at a staggering 240 hours (Lussier, 2011). It is used more or less 
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purposefully. It is popular culture, in the original and most literal sense of the word. Film is 
however also a medium for thoughts on IR, as well as a place of processing and recounting of IR 
events. This also means that both students and practitioners of IR in the western world are 
influenced by film in a higher or lesser degree, because it is an almost inescapable part of the 
culture in which we exist. 
While the borderlands between film studies and IR scholarship are expanding, very few 
scholars possess thorough knowledge of film and its tools, and thus, the knowledge of what film 
can actually do in IR, is equally limited. This project seeks to fill some gaps in the knowledge of 
film and thus open up for a more thorough understanding of its influence on IR and vice versa. 
1.1 Personal motivation
It is the ambition of this author to investigate the blank spots in the aforementioned borderlands. I 
posses a decade long background in filmmaking, as well as an academic interest in and knowledge 
of the medium. My original point of departure was to write about Game of Thrones, the praised 
HBO tv-series as it consists almost entirely of IR between its seven fictional kingdoms of the 
continent of Westeros, but my research made it clear that no previous scholarship in IR explained 
the film medium's working dynamics or influence in relation to IR, and much material suffered 
from this lack of technical knowledge. This made it an obvious choice to look at what this medium 
has contributed to the field of IR, and possibly could contribute further, as this author has the, for IR 
students, fairly unique chance and the hope of contributing my expertise within one field to another.  
1.2 Problem
This project seeks to answer what film can contribute to the academic field of IR studies, and how it 
already influences it. Film is of course a very broad definition, and it thus eases the understanding if 
the craft of filmmaking can be viewed as distilled as possible. “Craft” could be defined as the 
mastered composition, technique and dramaturgy. The craft, its various aspects and how they 
influence the audience will be dealt with in detail later in this project. 
Narrowing down the very wide concept of film, it is relevant to focus on fiction feature 
films. Though Spencer & Engert argue that “a little bit more adventurous and therefore facing the 
threat of being called unscientific is the use of popular movies rather than documentaries” (2009), 
there are actually quite valid, scientific reasons for using fiction feature films as examples, when 
debating influence. The film industry is a multi billion dollar industry, and much care is taken to 
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hone the craft and thus ensure as big as a return on the investment made in the films – especially in 
the midst of an economic crisis where investments usually give better interests in other industries. 
The fiction feature film is the highest grossing cathegory of film, and subsequently, it has perfected 
the art of telling a story. That these dogmas for story structure work well is evident from looking at 
lists of the highest grossest films, which at the same time underlines the status of popular culture. 
Feature film can be divided into light and heavy stories. It is a very crude division, and many 
films overlap, but serves to distinguish between different purposes of films. Light films, such as e.g. 
comedy/romantic comedy/action do not often do much beside entertain. An example here could be 
the action film The Transporter (2002), in which a classified package needs to be delivered, this 
meet obstacles, but is managed anyway, thanks to the agile, triggerhappy chauffeur Frank Martin 
(Jason Statham). Heavier stories encourages reflection and debate. An example from the same year 
could be The Pianist (2002), in which a Polish jewish violininst does what he needs to do to survive 
in the Warsaw ghetto till the liberation. This film begs for reflection, both of the cruelty human 
beings are capable of, and of the enemies that might have been friends if circumstances were 
different. 
Furthermore, this project will concentrate on films the theme of which relates to IR and 
conflicts in IR. As it happens, all my examples of film in this cathegory are American. Film 
showing IR and conflicts in IR usually come from the US, as the cinematic traditions in Europe and 
USA differ somewhat. The European cinema often leans towards drama in close relations and 
interior antagonism, while the USA more action oriented narratives that focus on exterior 
antagonism. Many of the examples of politics are subsequently also from American politics, as they 
are part of the same culture. 
I will commence by introducing the already existing field of scholarship and both introduce 
and discuss the way IR affects film. Then I will procede to explain the influence of film and sketch 
my conclusion, and thus hopefully convey the importance of knowing this medium. 
2.0 Existing Scholarship on Use of Film in IR
The following is a review of the scholarship already existing in the borderlands between IR and film 
studies. That fiction and films can be relevant in the academic science of IR, is long known. 
Because we are dealing with a borderland, the academic field is divided into the IR and the 
film studies perspective. So far, not much scholarship has so far been conducted in the area, and the 
scholarship done has been done by scholars who were either film scholars or IR scholars. This is of 
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course only natural, but a thorough knowledge of film when looking at IR could never the less 
reveal information lost for those who do not possess it. 
2.1 IR Studies: Educational Benefits
Looking at the educational approach to using films when teaching IR, “We have to accept the 
contemporary student's affinity for visual stimulation: they get their information and ideas about the 
world in a visual fashion through television and the internet and have been socialized through all 
sorts of visual channels. It is therefore inevitable that the perceptions and information from films 
enter the classroom whether we like it or not (Lee, 1990)” (Spencer & Engert, 2009). From Spencer 
& Engert's point of view, it makes sense to allow for the fact that today's student as mass consumers 
of mass media, especially film. It is the logical consequence of film being completely integrated in 
our society, and working around this fact, it becomes to possible to integrate the fact that media has 
shaped the image we have of the world, and constitute many first time acquaintances with e.g. 
historical conflicts in modern IR and History. 
The educational approach works with the premise that human beings have different kinds of 
memory, one of which is visual. According to Spencer and Engert, it is an obvious place to aid the 
learning, as more channels of information will supply the student with more cognitive capacities for 
learning and remembering information (2009).  Stimulating these different kinds of memory will 
optimize the learning process. Scholarship in this area has focused especially on undergraduate 
students with no or very little pre-existing knowledge of IR. Notable scholars in this field include 
Stefan Engert, Alexander Spencer, Archie Simpson and Bernd Kaussler. 
2.1.1 Film as Motivation
The educational approach of looking at films from an IR point of view, are based on making 
the material at hand relevant for the student, and thus make him or her engage. Effectively 
functioning as a catalyst for interest. Engert and Spencer state that ”This personalization, this 
dramatization and this kind of visual confrontation with political and sometimes violent issues and 
theories dealing with war and peace inevitably create a certain level of emotion among students. For 
one, these emotions lead to a higher level of attention and some have argued that emotions have a 
large influence on students' learning ability as they help imprint information in their memory.” 
Fiction film need to engage feelings, as it otherwise at some point will seem like a waste of time for 
the viewer. Feelings can trigger personal motivation and attention, but there is of course at the same 
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time a danger that this can lead the student to being influenced by the message and moral of the film 
and e.g. end up taking sides in a conflict. 
Especially here, IR scholarship would benefit from a thorough knowledge of the medium, 
for while one can filter much of the film's influence by being conscious of the fact that feature films 
are designed to influence and affect, there are however many other ways of influencing an audience 
for film. Many of these ways however belong in the cathegory of film language, and both technical 
and dramaturgical knowledge of the film language is necessary, if sources of influence and 
persuasion are to be transparent. This is perhaps the most important place to increase awareness, 
because employing motivation and emotions taps in to the very essence of good filmmaking. It is 
the home ground of filmmakers, and their techniques in this field are being honed and perfected 
towards influencing their audience, in every possible way they can, because this results in a strong 
film that the audience will remember. 
2.1.2 Film as Explanation
Apart from making the student engage emotionally, films can also help to explain complex 
problems in IR conflicts and IR theory. That the films in this kind of approach must be chosen 
carefully is perhaps evident. Many films alter history to fit dramatic purposes, or may seem 
documentarian in form which can lower the defenses on the side of the audience who accept the 
film as fact, while actually not obeying other laws of the documentary genre besides form and style. 
Another option is that the film is made with a very clear agenda, though appearing objective, or 
even silence one side of the situation for dramaturgical purposes. This would be the case of any 
films that represent conflicts with one side being not only antagonists, but as possessing meree evil 
characteristics. In laymen's terms, to cast them as the bad guys. This would e.g. be the case of many 
cold war epics, where Russians are depicted as treacherous, murderous and ruthless. 
Feature fiction films can almost never be used as a source, but only for clarifying situations, 
making analysis more interesting, and at the same time necessitating thorough research. One could 
even argue that enough research and knowledge of both sides of a conflict should be made known 
to the students, before the film is shown. As Kaussler and Simpson note in their article IR Teaching 
reloaded: Using Films and Simulations in the Teaching of International Relations, ”Using films 
alongside simulations including role play scenarios can aid students in developing their analytical 
skills and communication skills and improving their understanding of theory.” 
Another important point to make, is the fact that films about IR conflicts almost only come 
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from USA, and that this affects the narratives greatly, both in selecting the fact that are presented in 
the films, as well as the values that are promoted. It is a somewhat monotone image of IR, that in 
worst case scenario, potentially to some degree can rewrite history through popular culture. 
Employing film can certainly be an advantage as it can give a very quick and beneficial overview of 
a conflict, as long as the aforementioned precations are taken into account.
2.1.3 Film as Demonstration
Films can be used not only to explain conflicts and situations, but demonstrate them by acting them 
out. This is done not by recounting historical events and give insights into these, but by making 
fictional parallels that can serve as hypothetical examples. The great advantage of a hypothetical 
example, is that fiction supplies the complete truth on both sides of a conflict. The situation to be 
analyzed is thus not dependent on insufficient intelligence, the transparency of lies etc. The 
hypothetical fictonal example supplies all facts, dates, conversations and actions, covert and overt 
alike. 
Abigail Ruane and Patrick James give an excellent example of this in their article The 
International Relations of Middle-earth: Learning from The Lord of the Rings (2008). They use 
Lord of the Rings (LOTR) to demonstrate major classical approaches to IR, as well as the 
motivation for IR it self, highlighting e.g. the antagonist: the fallen Istari wizard Saruman and his 
leadership of the violent creatures known as orcs “that illustrates both Machiavellian assumptions of 
the flawed nature of individuals and the Machiavellian argument that ”the ends justify the means.”” 
Saruman's fall and his adjoining of the dark side happens in secret, so that he gains enough time to 
build an army of a new and savage race of orcs: the Uruk Hai. Because this is fiction however, we, 
the audience, end in complete understanding and knowledge of his treachery. Saruman is in this 
example used as a contrast to the Elves led by Elf King Elrond, and the approaches he represents: 
the Kantian tradition, idealism and classical liberalism (Ruane & James, 2008). The audience here 
is allowed into the council of Elrond, where the free people of Middle-earth meet to discuss the 
threat of Saruman and his new master, the evil Sauron. This council is private and a closed meeting, 
which Elrond makes the three hobbits Sam, Merry and Pippin aware of, upon learning of their 
spying on the council. Watching this meeting however, gives valuable insight into administrative 
decision making processes in IR. In real life, discussions from these types of meetings would never 
be made public, as it would render the participants vulnerable. 
This is perhaps one of the most relevant places to employ fiction, as well as an 
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underappreciated one. In fictional settings, much care has been taken to create a complete world 
with individual traits and traditions culture to culture, long background stories and so on, which 
makes the fiction flexible for elaborate and thorough demonstrations, that can lead to debates. 
2.1.4 Film as Catalyst for Debate
Film can serve as a levelling device between students and students/teacher, as well as provide a 
common starting point. It hooks the interest of the students by its design that purposefully appeals 
to emotions, and along with quickly summing up a situation, becomes a good point of departure for 
a debate. It makes sense as films are already influential of the impressions left on the students 
through their media consumption, and could ease debates where not all individuals may possess the 
same pre-knowledge of the issues debated. As Engert and Spencer suggest, it enables students “to 
make their arguments, points and views clear for the other members of the class.”, and thus possibly 
provides great improvement to the learning situation. 
2.2 IR Studies: The Two Way Mirror
Ruane and Patrick state that they ”build on a newly emerging dialogue which addresses the 
intersection of popular culture and IR.(...) In doing so, we aim to engage popular culture with IR as 
Nexon and Neumann describe as both as light and a mirror: as a light, it can illustrate and explore 
political theory and historical events; as a mirror, it can help us to ”step back from our ingrained 
suppositions about certain phenomenon and our vested interests in ongoing debates to gain a 
different perspective upon our social world”.” (Ruane & Patrick, 2008). 
I argue that the influence goes both ways. Not a light and a mirror, but a two-way mirror, 
where both sides influence each other. 
2.2.1 Human Motivation, Politics and Stories
To understand the two-way mirror completely, it is necessary to understand the kinship between real 
life and fiction. Why do people even consume fiction in any form, and what is the fundamental 
dynamic fiction employs to occupy this popularity?
The world is divided into a string of sovereign states, between which international relations 
and diplomacy is a big priority. At first glance, one could wonder why these are so intimately 
interlinked with the film medium as this project would suggest, but these states are social 
institutions and exist to secure their inhabitants five basic values: security, freedom, order, justice 
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and welfare (Jackson & Sørensen, 2013). These five values are necessary to uphold for the sake of 
stability and development. Because they are social values however, they hint towards the basic 
human needs. The same needs mentioned by Mark Batey. 
Batey defines four different needs: Belonging (assimilation), Independence (Individuation), 
Safety (stability) and Accomplishment (fulfillment) (Batey, 2008). These are of course sometimes 
contradictory to each other, and Batey has them organized in a dynamic need state grid, but for now, 
it is relevant to look merely at these need states. Films play into these need states, because everyone 
in the audience can recognise these needs in themselves. The same need states are fulfilled by 
successful IR: safety, stability and a place to belong. On top of these needs, are values. Values are 
possible to nurture, when the basic needs are fulfilled. Values are interesting to consider, because 
they define motivation and behaviour. In films, they are often used to characterize characters, and, 
depending on their affiliation with those characters, thus promoted as desirable values or the 
opposite. These values are: power, achievement, hedonism, stimulation, self-direction, universalism, 
benevolence, tradition, conformity and security (Batey, 2008). These values are signalled both in 
politics and through films. Hardly surprising really, as they are both expressions of the human 
society from which they come and from where they depart to their respective channels. 
While the documentary genre usually plays the part of watch dog and argues for its truth 
using logic, feature films argue with emotions and proves their truth by the moral of the story told. 
That fiction feature films are often seen as popular media appealing to lowest denominator, is a 
result of this fact. Succesful films do appeal to the lowest denominators, though this of course does 
not have to result in at bad film. Casablanca (1942) e.g. deals with security and freedom as need 
states, and though these needs by definition must be a human low denominator, it can hardly be 
accused of popular culture. Perhaps, the phrase of “lowest denominator” has been used too freely, as 
it now implies sacrificing high values, information or complex moral dilemmas. It often implies 
vulgarity and low standards. The lowest denominator could however be taken as an expression of 
basic human needs that all human beings with any sense of self-preservation possess. And a 
common ground where everyone agrees, is perhaps not a bad starting place for IR as well as film. 
Why then fiction? Author of Story, Robert McKee, touches upon this: “we seek an answer to 
the ageless questions Aristotle posed in Ethics: How should a human being lead his life? (…) 
Traditionally humankind has sought the answer to Aristotle's question from the four wisdoms – 
philosophy, science, religion, art. (…) Our appetite for story is a reflection of the profound human 
need to grasp the patterns of living, not merely as an intellectual exercise, but within a very personal 
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emotional experience. In the words of playwright Jean Anouilh, “Fiction gives life its form.”.” We, 
as humans beings, seek out stories that explain to us our role in life, that give us meaning, and make 
us realize our priorities and values. Important when looking at politics and IR, because politics is 
carried out of the basis of values, because values define motivation and action (Batey, 2008). 
The way these stories are told however, is the real core of the matter. Fiction films approach 
their audience by creating empathy in the audience with the main character(s). Empathy is created 
by creating characters with very human traits and with the same fundamental values. McKee 
discusses these values, but the human motivation theory of Mark Batey (2008), based on the work 
of Maslow, is very specific and useful when attempting to understand why fiction works. 
This is perhaps a backwards, or at least unusual, way of looking at politics, seen from an IR 
perspective, but perhaps it lends an understanding to the importance of fiction and why it works. 
Films portray IR events, but more importantly for this, it ties the audience to certain emotions and 
parties by making them empathize, and its processing of events creates a common, joint journey for 
the audience, who seek an understanding of the events taking place around them. It is sensemaking 
at its core. 
2.2.2 How IR affects Film
How IR affects film is a very broad subject, and I will commence by narrowing it down. IR is both 
a field of academic study, as well as field of politics. It is a necessary means of maintaining stability 
and peace, as a way of establishing and maintaining a benevolent relationship between nations. It is 
of very high priority, because poor international relations can undermine the administration and 
economy of a nation, as well as threaten the security of its citizens. This is especially the case in the 
present day world, where much production of every day objects takes place beyond the national 
borders. Its effect on film can be many – e.g. boycuts or bans on film from countries with which 
one's own country may suffer conflicts. It can however also be traced in how stories are told, and 
which stories are told, which is more relevant for this project as it is a more subtle influence that can 
be harder to trace, and can benefit from a knowledge of filmmaking. 
2.2.2.1 Direct Influence on Film
The Al Qaeda terror attack September 11th 2001 on the USA left very clear marks on the film 
industry, and is a good and relatively new example of IR influence on film. September 21 st, 2001, 
George W. Bush, then president of USA, declared a global war on terrorism that would not end 
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“until every terrorist group of global reach has been found, stopped and defeated” (CNN/US, Bush 
address transcript), and was joined in this just war by a long row of (primarily Western) allies. The 
terror attack prompted the nationalistic spirit in the US, and in film resulting in the fact that interest 
in critical feature films of the US military practically vanished (Dodds, 2008), while documentary 
films critical of the administration flourished, along with feature films praising American soldiers 
and values. E.g. The Great Raid, Black Hawk Down, Saints and Soldiers, Flags of our Fathers, K-
19, Inglorious basterds and many others following in the wake of the terror attack. 
Shortly after the attack, Karl Rove, advisor for President Bush, met with Hollywood 
executives to discuss how Hollywood and film could contribute to the war on terror, and received a 
pledge of support (Dodds, 2008). Like Plato who wanted artists banned from the city, Bush was 
evidently aware of the power of the artists and the potential in harnessing the creative forces to 
work for the politicians. 
One explanation is the appeal to feelings instead of logic. Logic is the discourse already 
employed by politics and is reached through the conventional channels. One can imagine that Plato 
especially must have opposed this. Fiction, even when set in the most fantastical setting, is based on 
causality and knowledge of human behaviour. Particularly conflicts are interesting as settings for 
film, and especially so in American films, that focus more on external conflicts, because external 
conflict with great consequences for the characters typically reveals more of the characters, thus 
making them more interesting for the audience (McKee, 2005).  These films are of course made by 
parties most often not involved in politics, but as I will demonstrate, politics influence film, their 
content and their tone. 
The Hollywood executives incidentially agreed to help (Dodds, 2008). This meant halting 
feature films that were critical of US military operations and the administration, and push stories 
celebrating the military, the heroism of the soldiers. 
2.2.2.2 IR Influence on Story and Audience
IR to some respect defines what is in the cinema, because the consequences of deteriorating or poor 
IR potentially are vast for the individual citizen; insecurity for safety and health, lack of every-day 
goods, lack of medicin, bankruptcy, problems getting electric power, gas and everything else not 
produced within national borders, and in case of war, death and complete destruction of civilisation 
– at the very worst. 
While many citizens may not think about IR in daily life, it affects them greatly. Mostly 
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through benefits many of which are taken for granted. And what affects citizens, becomes 
something they will want to watch in the cinema, in some form. This leads back to the teachings of 
Robert McKee, and his points on why audience seek stories. The stories they seek when searching 
to debate values or process events need to be relevant to them, through a character they can 
recognize themselves in, or a setting or debate relevant for their current situation. 
An example: The global financial crisis of 2008, called the worst financial crisis since the 
Great Depression of the 1930es. For the average citizen, this resulted in prolonged periods of 
unemployment, foreclosures, evictions and personal bankruptcy. The crisis also led to massive 
protests of a financial system based on debt. 
In 2010, the first big feature film that processed the crisis was out of production: Wall Street 
– Money never sleeps (2010), that focuses very much on the unethical dealings in investment 
banking, and has its main antagonist Gordon Gekko pose the big question: Is Greed Good? To 
which he himself answers “now it seems it's legal”. Other examples could be The Company Men 
(2011) and The Wolf of Wall Street (2013). Common for these film, along with the many 
documentaries that accompagnied them, is the critical tenor. Bankers are the bad guys and the 
financial system flawed and at an end, seem to be the moral of the story. 
While films about wars usually merely emphasizes the soldiers and their courage, narratives 
set in the financial sector tend to focus on the small man being caught in the web of the greedy 
bankers. Perhaps in the setting of the financial sector, pointing out an obvious antagonist who 
possess clear evil traits, such as ruthless greed, is more agreeable. Most economists blame the 
banking system for the financial crisis (The Economist, 2013). In the setting of war, the antagonists 
will be other nations. Imbibing citizens of other nations with evil characteristics, can possibly create 
tensions in IR. Furthermore, there is of course a very great difference between possessing 
questionable code of ethics because of a profession one has chosen, or one's birthplace. 
Other examples of this type of influence could e.g. be WWII and the subsequent cold war, 
and its accompagnying media twins, now classical movies: Casablanca (1942), The Third Man 
(1949), Our Man in Havanna (1959), not to forget the James Bond series. 
2.2.2.3 IR Influence on Discourse in Film
Content is however not the only place IR influence is evident. While many films in the 
cinema exist for recreational escapism, such as e.g. comedy or romance movies, “the bulk of 
mainstream American cinema since 9/11 (...) seems centered on a desire to replicate the idea of the 
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”just war”, in which military reprisals, and the concomitant escalation of warfare, are 
simultaneously inevitable and justified. How will these films shape the perception of other nations, 
to which cinema is not the dominant cultural export from the U.S.? What sort of dialogue do these 
films establish?” (Dixon, 2004). The concern uttered by Dixon, is that of discourse. 
After the attack on September 11th 2001, films changed (Dixon, 2004). George W. Bush and 
his speech writers coined phrases and expressions that was a big part of the Bush administration, 
and though most have been phased out with the Obama administration due to criticism of their 
oversimplifying tenor, they are still used some places, and still recognizable as valid terms for the 
events taking place after the terror attack. Some of these phrases include e.g. “axis of evil” and “war 
on terror”. Furthermore, he has underlined a rhetoric of “us” versus “them. “Them” being defined as 
evil, demons, wanted dead or alive, and so on. (Merskin, 2004). Furthermore, Bush emphasized 
some very specific values: freedom, sense of control, justice, sense of belonging and future 
orientation, while establishing himself and the USA as the undisputed leader in the war on terror 
(Wlodarek, 2010): “We are freedom's defender”. And last, he launched the war on terror as a 
monumental war between good and evil (Merskin, 2004). Last, but not least, it should be mentioned 
that this was the first attack in 60 years on US territory, which must contribute to a violent reaction 
from a country that may have thought it self untouchable. 
The discourse did not only change in the political arena, however. Concerning 300, the war 
epic of the 300 Spartans who fought against the Persian invaders, Dodds wrote ”themes of close 
masculine collaboration are lionized. And as today we are routinely told stories of a ”war on 
tyranny”, where civilization fights against an ”axis of evil”, perhaps it is easy for us to feel at home 
amongst the sweaty, gregarious Spartans... this classical vision evokes familiar principles of right 
and wrong, good and bad. As Greeks, the Spartans represent all the straightforward values cherished 
by the West. (...) As with the enormously popular series of films associated with Star Wars (1977), 
conflict is represented as both just and necessary in the struggle to defeat the forces of evil.” (2008). 
300 is a great example of war rhetorics, that reenact aspects of the then current political 
conflict. The 300 Spartans fight for freedom against the Persian oppressor, whose descendants Bush 
described as the “Axis of Evil”. 300 repeated the values George Bush emphasized: freedom, justice 
and future orientation. Spartan King Leonidas, the main protagonist of 300, confirms this directly, 
in saying that “The world will know that free men stood against a tyrant, that few stood against 
many, and before this battle was over, even a god-king can bleed”. This discourse leaves little room 
for compromise and negotiation, and has spread to many other films in the past years. 
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Why an oversimplified discourse appeals to an audience, makes for an interesting debate. 
One could also speculate that film is a good medium for this oversimplified discourse, because the 
audience only have 90-180 minutes to grasp the entirerity of a conflict, and it makes it a lot easier 
for the audience if the antagonist is pointed out as unmistakenly as possible. One thing is however 
certain: it is a hegemonistic discourse to signal military superiority and at the same time promote 
values, and films applying this discourse, helps to enforce the idea of USA as a global hegemon. 
Another obvious example on this, is the massive revival of well known super hero characters, such 
as Superman, Batman, Spiderman, Miss America and Captain America. Apart from the fact that 
some of them are extremely nationalistic in their expression (Miss America and Captain America to 
start with, for their names and their costumes). They also signal very strong values such as justice, 
freedom and the fight against evil, that also harmonize with the values set forth by George Bush and 
the discourse established during his administration.
2.2.2.4 IR influence on Audience Response
That film has changed after the 2001 terror attack, is still reflected in choice of material in 
Hollywood. E.g., the terror attack left the American audience with very little interest in watching 
critical films about USA and US soldiers (Dodds, 2008). Several film already in production or 
finished in production had their premieres delayed, as the test audiences gave very negative 
responses to a critical approach to the US military. Criticism seems in contemporary film to be the 
field of documentaries alone, because fiction needs to entertain, distract and stimulate, without 
adding worries.
Furthermore, I will again employ an example on studies in film after September 11 th 2001, 
where the film industry has met ”a renewed interest in what one might call ”warrior politics” and 
associated movie releases, which celebrate the endeavours of American soldiers.” (Dixon, 2004). 
This I go into detail with elsewhere in this project, but it should be mentioned here, because IR 
influence is clear. 
2.2.3. How Film affects IR
The past century has developed modern IR scholarship, and at the same time given birth to modern 
cinema. They have grown up side by side, as two completely separated fields of academic study, but 
influencing each other through the citizens who are at the mercy of the one, and seeking diversion 
in the other. The influence of cinema and films, the most popular of the popular media, has now 
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resulted in the fact that “our knowledge about the world is predominantly shaped by the powerful 
visual representations in newspapers and television.” (Engert & Spencer, 2009). Though in 
complete awareness of the mass consumption of film, the IR scholarship on film lacks the basic 
understanding of why people even see film. An understanding which is necessary when trying to 
determine how and how much film affects IR. 
2.2.3.1 Seizing the Moment
This can of course also be exploited. In 1996, democratic William J. Clinton and republican Robert 
Dole both ran for office as president of USA, and both referred to the then blockbuster hit, 
Independence Day, Dole praising it for it's patriotic values (Langfitt, 1996). In Independence Day 
the aliens invade Earth, attacking on 4th of July, the American holiday “independence day”. The 
president of USA in the film is the one who leads the counterattack and ultimately saves earth. In IR 
terms, the USA is established as global hegemon, and Independence Day “attracted the attention of 
IR scholars because of the role that the USA is given with regards to global leadership and military 
superiority.” (Dodds, 2008). Films produce emotions, and by aligning themselves with a film, 
especially such a one as this, it could be the hope that the signal to both signal being up to date with 
the people, and to transfer some of the emotions put by the audience into the fictional president who 
saves the world, into themselves, and ultimately become the real-life symbol of security and 
superiority. That democratically elected leaders draw on the popularity potentially harvested from 
popular culture is evident; having Marilyn Monroe sing Happy Birthday for John F. Kennedy, 
having Elvis Presley visit Richard Nixon in the White House (Fastenberg, 2010) or Barack Obama 
accepting the reality phenomenon and child beauty star Honey Boo Boo's endorsement for 
presidency are all examples of the power of a harnessed popular culture, that can help reinforce the 
image of a nation or its leader. 
This of course is wonderful promotion for films and tv-programs, but also for the presidents 
who borrow of the popularity assigned to popular media, and thus in extension promote their 
politics and administration.
2.2.3.2 Interpreting Truth
Films represent the truth seen from the view of the filmmakers, but “movies also serve political 
purposes and either reflect a dominant national interpretation of an event or are used by the political 
elites to create a certain narrative of an event” (Engert & Spencer, 2009). An example of this could 
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be the Vietnam war, a huge fiasco for USA. While it may not be interpreted or twisted to have been 
a successful military campaign for the USA, the end of the war and the circumstances under which 
they entered the war, are downtoned or completely neglected as a part of the film. The bulk of the 
films about the Vietnam war glorify the bravery, camaraderie and courage of the US soldiers: 
e.g. Good morning Vietnam!, Forrest Gump, We were Soldiers, and Apocalypse Now. Effectively 
meaning that the mental images stuck with the audience after the film ends, are those of Americans 
suffering, losing their fellow soldiers, suffering both physical and mental damage and trauma. While 
not changing the outcome of the war, it presents a glorified image of the US soldiers. American 
films are of course in a very high degree made for the American market, and here, one could image 
that it would add insult to injury, if the films revolving around the Vietnam war went into details 
with the assaults on civilians, the use of napalm (that UN banned on civilian targets in 1980), the 
My Lai massacre, and of course the actual justification for even being there. This kind of films 
however will help the people to overcome their fatigue of war, and at some point again make it easy 
to draft and to persuade the population to agree to war. If film is recreation and audiences are to go 
to the cinema, films, even when dealing with conflicts, need to support the mood and need of the 
audience. The Vietnam war must have been a shock for the American population. Not only did they 
lose, American soldiers were accused of war crimes. This means that the audience must have had a 
need of having their belief in their system and country reaffirmed and to reinforce their community. 
Looking at Mark Batey's need states, stability and belonging are the needs at stake. Films, after a 
traume, often serve to console and distract, because that is the recreation needed in that situation. 
This however of course also has another consequence, namely that the legacy left behind of the US 
in some degree will be the heroism of the US soldiers, because that is the story that is told. And 
though these young boys who went to war undoubtedly showed bravery in some instances, just as 
the young men and women fighting in the viet cong probably have too, this bravery should be 
immaterial, because this is an emotional argument, and international relations should depend on 
something more than emotions.
Films enable both filmmakers and audience to process and construct meaning of the contemporary 
conflict. The meaning that the filmmakers perceive that is, and leads the audience to. Experiencing 
conflict through empathy with agents in the conflict will create understanding, and perhaps even 
support. The divorce displayed as necessary, will justify the breaking of a home. That the war 
displayed as just, will justify the consequences it brings: dead soldiers, damages to public and civil 
property, restrictions in civil rights and massive expenses. 
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3.0 Explaining the Influence of Film
Politicians are clearly well aware of the benefits of harnessing popular culture, arts and Hollywood, 
and well they should. The entertainment industry in USA is expected to reach a $546 billion 
revenue in 2014 (PriceWaterhouseCoopers, Select USA).  Furthermore, it should be noted that the 
US entertainment industry makes up 1/3 of world's total. Film makes up for roughly 1/5 of this. In 
fact, Washington Post cites this industry to be the biggest export of the US (Fahri & Rosenfeld, 
1998), while other sources place it second after agriculture (Webb, 2009). However, it is certain that 
the US entertainment industry is capable of competing for the first place. This knowledge hopefully 
sheds some light on just how much American film actually fills in the international cultural sector, 
as the influence of film globally is in a very high degree American film. It makes it very 
understandable why a presidential advisor would bother asking Hollywood for collaboration: 
American film reaches the entire globe. Nationally, it can work as a means of strengthening moral, 
internationally as subtle (and sometimes not so subtle) propaganda, promoting the USA as global 
hegemon. 
Financially speaking, it is very big business. Especially so in the USA, where film is an 
industry. Compared to Europe, where it one can debate the actual term “industry”, as almost all 
films, even the big studio productions, receive support from publicly funded institutions (Lange, 
2012). This allows for more experimental film language, as the films are not necessarily required to 
work with structure and dramaturgical choices that appeals to the masses, because the studio behind 
is not dependent on getting a return on their investment in the same degree. This same fact however, 
is also a part of the explanation of why European film does not have the same financial success. If a 
film language that appeals to the masses is not adopted, its chances of appealing to the masses 
decreases (McKee, 2005). That, and the fact that many American films provide popular transmedia 
culture. It is a classical discussion of commercial and art film, one that in other forums provide 
interesting ground for debate, but for now is merely knowledge one should have in mind. 
Now what is it? The language of film is originally a mix of previously well established work 
fields that during the past century has had to change greatly to make room for the newly evolved 
language of film. It now has its own set of dogmas and rules on how to tell a story, and while it is 
enough for almost all to lean back and enjoy that these dogmas work, students of IR should be 
aware of them in a higher degree than they are at present, as they contribute to making film highly 
influential. 
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Film, or movie (slang for moving picture), is first and foremost a powerful medium. It is the 
most accurate way of depicting life. Far more accurate than a text where you cannot see the persons, 
locations or events it is about, they way they act or hear their voices, but depend on extremely 
careful description. Far more accurate than photographs that may depict correctly, but do not show 
actions unfolding, gesticulations and body language or mediate tone of voice. Far more accurate 
than audio alone, that only gives half a picture of events taking place, and more accurate than video 
games, where the viewer may be able to influence the storyline, but from a limited range of choices, 
and in a setting that is more interesting to explore than a realistic depiction. Films encompass all of 
these media with spoken texts, moving images and audio. And while it cannot relate feelings and 
thoughts as accurately as a text can, it can make the audience feel. It is the master of it, which leads 
us to the next important thing to note about the medium of film: the art of making film has also 
become the art of manipulation, important to take into account, when dealing with the medium of 
film. 
Film looks to engage its audience – otherwise, why watch them through in the time of 
zapping or recommend them to friends – and depending on its purpose, this goal is more often than 
not best achieved by making itself invisible, and not draw attention to its form. That is creating 
composed frames, editing, acting and dialogue seems as natural as possible. Many think that the 
story and content of the film is defining for its level for empathy, but many more factors influence 
the viewer. Hopefully, the examples below contribute to an understanding of how the technical 
levels can affect their viewers.
3.1. Composition
Films are tailored for storytelling to human beings, making human beings highly susceptible 
to this form of narrations. Much knowledge of this is technical knowledge, but never the less 
necessary information when attempting to shed light on exactly how influential this medium is. 
3.1.1 Direction in the Frame
Furthermore, much thought goes into creating the shot. In the Western world, the ones we 
are meant to feel sympathy for typically enter the frame from left moving right, and the ones we are 
not, from right to left (Van Sijll, 2005). A good example here is director Peter Jackson's Lord of the 
Rings – The Fellowship of the Ring, where Frodo exits Rivendell asking Gandalf: ”Mordor, 
Gandalf. Is it left or right?”. Gandalf answers, and Frodo walking towards the audience turns left, 
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moving towards the right side of the frame, and continues in this direction of the remaining part of 
the trilogy. This is of course done in the assumption that a Western audience reacts better to 
following the direction of reading. Furthermore, direction from top to bottom is often also seen as 
easier on the eye, because we are used to objects being influenced by gravity (van Sijll, 2005). 
Direction is a very subtle way of manipulating perception. Antagonists often enter the image 
from right moving towards left, because the resistance towards that direction will transfer to the 
perception of the character. It is very much something to be aware of, when analyzing or employing 
film and its influence. 
3.1.2 The Golden Ratio
The Golden Ratio is the name of a harmoneous geometrical ratio. It is present in nature, e.g. 
in spiralling clam shells and used persistently in architecture, art and design throughout history, and 
immortalized by Leonardo da Vinci. Use of the Golden Ratio in film composition is also applied 
vigorously, unless the breaking of it is on purpose (e.g. in a symmetrical framing, e.g. used very 
frequently when giving Elf Queen Galadrial of Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit her grand 
entrances). Adhering the Golden Ratio, known as the Divine Proportions, a harmonious picture can 
be created. In film, it means separating an image into horizontal and vertical thirds. These thirds 
meet in four point in the image, and these points work as hamorneous spots for the important thing 
in the image – typically the eye of a character closest to the camera. A harmonious picture does not 
draw focus to the medium and so it can attribute to immersion. 
3.1.3 Framing
The concept of framing the image means deciding where to cut the image, if it should be close to or 
far from the characters or objects in the frame. This consideration can be seen in every type of film,  
and varies very much between media. 
Focusing again on feature film, the goal is to use proximity with the characters to create 
intensity and to convey their feelings, which can enable the viewer to empathize. It is also applied 
to create scenes. Scenes in fiction films usually commence with wider shots, moving closer and 
closer, showing dialogues in close-ups, only to move further away again, at the end of the scene 
(van Sijll, 2005). The goal is to create images as close to human encounters as possible. When 
dialogues are shown in close-ups or medium close-ups, it is because the image corresponds with 
what we typically see when having a conversation, depending on how intimate we know them, and 
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thus how they position themselves in our personal or social space. Recreating the natural perceived 
framing human vision allows again fosters immersion. 
3.2 Technique
Much technical knowledge is knowledge of what makes the form invisible and easy on the eye. 
Unless the artistic language of the film is to show its technique, most films strive to make this as 
invisisble as possible, to draw attention to the story and content, and not its form and medium. 
Below are some examples of influence in this field, and how, even when it is visible, it contributes 
to immersion. 
3.2.1 Frame rate
Human beings need between 16 and 20 images per second to perceive the film as being continuous. 
As a comparison, dogs need about 70 images per second to obtain the same effect, which means 
that the average film experience for dogs must be something like a very fast slideshow, and for birds 
who need 100 images per second as strobe lights (Korneliussen, 2012). Films are typically filmed in 
24 (USA standard) og 25 (European standard) frames per second (fps). This does not mean that film 
is not often shot in many fps; for instance, The Hobbit has been shot in 48 fps (Cardinal, 2013), 
which is not enough to create flicker, but is enough to lower the displaying pace to 24 or 25 fps and 
create a nice slowmotion. The frame rate is important because anything too slow will ruin the 
illusion of moving images. Though slowing framerate down to slowmotion breaks with what is 
natural, interesting enough, it can actually enhance the immersion. What and how much we 
perceive does not always correspond with how long time things seem to last, because time 
perception is subjective. Temporal illusion, as it is called, is in fact a popular study in both 
psychology and neurobiology. The fact that time perception is subjective is often used by 
filmmakers. An example: In 300 (2006), the Spartan King Leonidas kicks the Persian messenger 
into a deep, deep hole in the ground, and his death. This is shown in extreme slowmotion, but 
because of the time illusion, though registered as slow motion, will never the less still mimick the 
emotional experience of a human being. 
3.2.2 Image Ratio
Another example of this tailoring is the ratio of the image itself. Most can remember the time tv and 
film were all 4:3 (width:height), and it should be equally clear that the image has become wider and 
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wider, compared to this. Today, many different formats exits, but most often 16:9 and a staggering 
2,35:1 for are used, not only for film and television, but also for e.g. computer, tablet and cell phone 
screens. Widescreen. This is a big part of the evolution of film, and a large part of this even bigger 
audience. 4:3 is an almost recktangular image – very far from what we, ourselves, see out of our 
human eyes. We see a much wider picture, than we do a tall one. Somewhere between 16:9 and 
2,35, which explains the large success of these ratios. The fact that the image resembles the one our 
own vision affords us, makes it easier for the audience to immerse in the story, simply because what 
is not easy on the eyes, draws attention to itself. 
3.2.3 Cinematography and Lighting
Cinematography is the profession of navigating the camera. The picture created can be recorded in 
many different ways, that each give a different expression: e.g. hand held, on dollies, cranes, 
steadysuits, fixed on tripods or using a rig. Hand held gives a very shaky image, where it can be 
hard for the eye to follow the movements. Image filmed from stationary, fixed positions however, 
are not natural either. Mimicking the eye optimizes immersion, which explains the development in 
cinematography towards steadysuits and dollies. Looking out of our own eyes, the position of 
objects seen from out point of view, shift a little bit, even when standing still. Lighting equally 
serves either to highlight something the audience should be aware of – the iconic film noir lightning 
technique is an obvious example – but lightning should also appear to be natural. It should mimick 
some natural source of light, such as street lamps, the moon, a lantern or lamp for instance, as it will 
otherwise draw the attention away from the action, to wondering where the light comes from. 
It is one of the places where one truly can make the film invisible. This may seem 
impossible, seeing as the audience are presented with an edited work, but editing the film carefully, 
simply by cutting together images that the viewer would naturally turn their eyes to in the similarly 
natural order, the film becomes easier to watch than it would if the camera was e.g. turn each time a 
new image was to be displayed. 
This teachnical language of film has of course been developed carefully since the birth of 
cinema and continues to evolve. The goal however is (if not experimentalist art) images that “edit 
well” - that is, create a film that is easy on the eyes and thus further audience immersion. 
3.3 Dramaturgy
Last, and probably most noteworthy, is the dramaturgy used to create empathy in the viewer. 
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Empathy is created by letting audience identify with what they see. This can be writing 
chronologically linear stories, that match how we perceive our own lives. 
3.3.1 Empathy
Characters are the window to the story, and the reason we, the audience, care. They can also sway 
the audience to follow in their footsteps, and are among the most important elements when creating 
a story (Snyder, 2005). 
We empathize in films with someone who is like us, and with whom we can relate. Mickey 
Mouse and Donald Duck have often been used as examples of this. Mickey Mouse is perfect. He 
always does what is right, he never lies, cheats, steals, over sleeps, argues with logic and reason etc. 
Though being one of the icons of the Walt Disney enterprises, he is however not as popular as 
Donald Duck. Donald Duck explodes in anger, lies, has problems at work, with his girlfriend, 
problems handling the conflicts with his close relations, and argues with feelings. Mickey is the 
ideal, Donald the depiction of what makes us human: the errors. No one can relate to being perfect, 
all the time. While we have to understand them, we also have to like them. Not necessarily in their 
entirety, but on a fundamental level, by knowing that deep down, the character has a positive trait, 
we can relate to.  Screenwriter guru, Blake Snyder, calls this the “save the cat” mechanism. This 
basically means that an otherwise horrible character can be completely redeemed in the eyes of the 
audience by doing something good; e.g. saving a cat (Snyder, 2005). In the case of Donald Duck, 
this could be his love and care of his orphaned nephews – taking in triplet pre-teens must be 
something of a beak-full, and is certainly symptomatic of a warm heart beating somewhere beneath 
the feathers. 
This fact is one of the basic pillars of a very recent international media debate regarding the 
4th season of Game of Thrones, in which Jamie Lannister rapes his sister Cersei Lannister (Power, 
2014). Their relationship is incestuous, and has been for a very long time, though this of course 
does not negate rape as a possibillity. In the real world, as well as in the world of Game of Thrones, 
rape is a very real and global problem, and very much in the media's attention after the horrific 
news from India in the past year. Creating sympathy for a character such as Jamie Lannister, who 
then commits something unforgiveable, must necessarily create public outcry, because the audience 
have been led, through careful writing and directing, to feel sympathy for Jamie Lannister, and even 
empathize with him. This in extension then creates an understanding of the rape, and an empathy 
with the rapist. Certainly a concern for feminist IR and women's security, and fuel to the fire of a 
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global problem. Though it has also created many problems for this series, and one could very well 
debate problems in replicating abuse of women on a regular basis as the series does, a positive 
consequence of a scene such as this can keep the awareness of the problem alive. 
3.3.2 Immersion
All of this serves to not only allow identification for the viewer, but if possible, complete 
immersion. In more recent times, vibrating seats and surround sound in movie theatres add to this 
goal. And on top of all this, comes the presentation of the actual content: the screen writing, the 
mise en scène, the dramaturgy to name a few. 
As for the content, most books on screenwriting will reveal that a good film appeals to the 
emotions of the audience. It can influence and even sway them. This is of course the explanation of 
the use of propaganda films, both the infomercials and the longer fiction pieces that openly 
encourages action (e.g. Casablanca). Films influence emotions, emotions sway people, and people 
can turn over governments, go to war and end them. The ability to influence emotions is 
fundamental for a successful film, as it is an indicatory of whether or not the audience has been 
engaged in the movie. It is the very crux of screenwriting and directing, because an engaged 
audience is important to secure financial success and good return on the investment made by the 
production company in the film. Much effort is put into securing this, through e.g. audience test 
screenings before final cut of the movie, that can ultimately lead to rewrites of the film and re-
shoots of material to change major issues, such as e.g. the ending or important traits in characters – 
here, a classical example such as Han Solo and the fact that he did once shoot first (Star Wars: 
Episode IV – A New Hope, 1977), should be mentioned, as it was later (1997) edited so that he did 
not. This is especially true for the American film industry, where filmmaking is much more 
commercial than in Europe, where filmmaking in large degree is publicly funded, and so do not 
depend on same success at the box office. 
That an audience becomes immersed, means that they concentrate solely on experiencing the 
story they are told. This immersion also means forgetting critical thinking, and that they are open to 
absorbing values and morals from the story, while watching. Of course, after seeing a film, it is 
often subject to debate, in which the values promoted in the film can be the subject of critical 
thinking once more, but should the values belong to an otherwise perfect protagonist, it stands to 
reason that a part of the admiration developed for the character, also includes the values he or she 
promotes. An example of this could be the widespread fan culture, in which characters from film are 
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worshipped and in some cases used as inspiration for real life behaviour. Perhaps even inspire 
young men and women to be drafted to the army, and go to war to fight for national ideals, in a 
country that would most likely otherwise be tired from war. 
4.0 Conclusion
Signs of mood, mentality and values must sometimes be sought in unexpected places. This, I 
believe, is the case of fiction film. Because the consumption of fiction film is a recreational activity 
for most people, it is often regarded and even dismissed as mere entertainment. And while 
entertainment is of course a product of the culture in which it is produced, thorough knowledge of 
just how much of this culture is integrated in the film and how much it influences its audience, is 
lacking outside film studies. Documentary films are often praised for their impartial and objective 
approach to their subjects, but while they inform, they do not necessarily move, because they are 
bound by the dogmas of their genre. One must be able to, to some degree, trust the information 
conveyed in a documentary. An at least partial objectivity in documentary is necessary, because 
otherwise, it would not be a documentary, but merely a portrayal of one side of the story told. The 
criteria of success for a documentary, is to inform – typically of a conflict or situation (or the level 
of it) not many are aware of. Fiction films however aim to move their audience, because that is their 
criteria of success. And while fiction films are of course not enough to sway a population, it may 
very well be attributing to moods, portraying and reinforcing them at the same time. 
This means that any assumptions that popular culture is irrelevant or not very influential for 
IR are wrong. It is deeply integrated in it, affects and is affected by IR. Though many IR scholars 
have an idea of the influence of film, already knowing that cultural products in mass media have 
some power, it should be understood that the medium is far more influential than otherwise known, 
working as it does with the unconscious minds and psychological mechanisms of the audiences 
around the world. It is fundamental knowledge to possess, before continuing studies in the 
borderlands between IR and film studies, because the analyses will lack the proper depth. Perhaps, 
when dealing with film, corporation with scholars in film studies could help provide this. 
Possessing this knowledge will give a full understanding of the potential of war epics and 
other stories concerning contemporary conflicts, both for politicians who may want to harness this 
force, and the audience who may not otherwise be equipped to see the films and know that they are 
being influenced in their relaxed state of recreation. It may even be used much more systematically 
for other nations (and IR students) to sense the mood and mentality of the nation creating the film. 
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Especially so, when so many of the best-selling films come from one nation: USA, and one should 
be aware both of how this affects its audience who is led to empathize with its values. It may very 
well contribute to the role of global hegemon the USA have taken upon itself, because it is enforced 
by its allies who know the USA intimately through their cultural mass media products. 
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